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Saving for Post-Secondary Education in
American Indian Communities
By Amy Locklear Hertel & Mary Elizabeth Jäger

Background

American Indians value education as a top
asset in tribal communities. In fact, education
ranked higher than money, financial security,
or homeownership in a 2008 study (Hertel,
Wagner, Phillips, Edwards, & Hale, 2008).
Many in this study viewed education as part
of an unspoken contract between the tribal
community and its youth. Study participants
noted that the tribal community had a
responsibility to teach the youth and that
the youth had a responsibility to give back
to their tribal community after receiving
an education (Hertel et al., 2008). Since
education has been identified as a vital asset
among American Indian people, it would
logically follow that most American Indian
adults are either saving for a child’s education
or would like to save for a child’s education.
However, little is known about the practices
and behaviors of American Indians when it
comes to saving for post-secondary education.
This pilot study is the first to examine saving
for post-secondary education in American
Indian communities.

A college education is critical to achieving
financial stability in the United States.
Empirical evidence linking college completion
to higher incomes supports this assertion
(Bergman, 2006). Every child should have
the opportunity to obtain a post-secondary
education and achieve financial stability.
However, there are a number of barriers
to higher education that make college
unobtainable for low-income and minority
youth. One of these barriers is limited
financial resources. Another barrier is the
high cost of post-secondary education. A third
barrier to post-secondary education is fewer
grant opportunities. One way to save for
college is in a 529 college savings plan.
The 529 college savings plan (529 plan
or plan) is a savings account designed
for individuals to save for future college
expenses. The plans are administered by
states and allow plan owners to select from a
wide range of investments with varying risks
and returns. Account owners must identify
an account beneficiary, and funds in the
account may be used for qualified educational
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expenses at any eligible educational institution.
Eligible educational institutions include private
and public colleges and universities, community
colleges, and some vocational schools (Boshara,
Clancy, Newville, & Sherraden, 2009). They may
also include tribal colleges.

were state employees. These findings suggest that
the NC 529 Plan may be particularly attractive to
American Indians. Additional research is underway
to explore this assumption.
There is a high degree of NC 529 Plan ownership
among sample participants. This may be
representative of American Indians in the state or
the result of a skewed sample. While the statewide
conference from which the sample was drawn is
attended by tribal members from across the state,
it may not be attended by participants that are
representative of American Indians living in the
state. A further study with a larger sample from the
state is necessary.

Research Methods

The data for this study are from an 18-question
survey instrument designed to learn more about
saving for college among American Indians. The
survey was administered at the 35th Annual North
Carolina Indian Unity Conference held in Raleigh,
North Carolina in March 2010. The sample consists
of 107 American Indian adults living in North
Carolina.

The only significant indicator of saving for college
is child education expectations. All other variables
are not significant. The finding that income is not
associated with saving is itself significant as the
opposite has been reported in studies with nonNative participants.

There are two objectives for this study. The first
objective is to assess spatially NC 529 College
Savings Plan (NC 529 Plan or Plan) awareness and
ownership among American Indian participants in
North Carolina. The second objective is to identify
significant indicators of saving for post-secondary
education among participants. The dependent
variables for this study come from a review of the
literature. The indicators included in the logistic
regression model are income, child education
expectations, homeownership, and credit card
debt.

Conclusions and Implications

To address low Plan awareness in Native
communities, the state should consider expanding
communication efforts by reaching out to the
tribal communities, tribal centers, and urban
Indian centers. Tribal offices and urban Indian
centers are often trusted institutions and sources
of information for American Indian people. Another
recommendation for the state is to consider
pairing 529 materials with financial education
programs offered by tribes or Native communitybased organizations. These institutions are a
natural outlet to advertise the NC 529 Plan to
American Indians. Materials should be culturally
appropriate. Brochures with culturally identifiable
and representative photographs, designs, and
endorsements are recommended. Tribes and Native
organizations are encouraged to consult with the
state to establish NC 529 Plan scholarship accounts
for American Indian students.

Findings

Awareness of the NC 529 Plan among tribes and
Native organizations is generally low. More than
half of the participants (60%) were not aware of
the Plan, and nine counties included in the study
had no participant awareness. These counties were
Haywood, Mecklenburg, Cabarrus, Iredell, Person,
Warren, Greene, Bladen, and Scotland Counties.
Mecklenburg County is home to the Metrolina Native
American Association, which serves the urban
Native population living in and around Charlotte,
and Person, Warren, and Scotland Counties contain
tribally-designated areas. Haywood, Cabarrus,
Iredell, Greene, and Bladen Counties border
counties that contain either a tribally-designated
area or an urban Indian center.

The state has apparently made a concerted effort
to advertise and enroll its employees in the Plan
since a majority of participants in the Plan are state
employees. Similar efforts should be made to reach
others outside the state employee system. One
recommendation is for the state to partner with
the NC Department of Commerce and the NC Indian
Economic Development Initiative to reach American
Indian entrepreneurs.

While nearly half (45%) of the participants reported
opening an account to save for post-secondary
education, only 11% of the participants were saving
in the Plan. This number may sound small, but it is
a relatively high rate of participation in comparison
to 2007 available data that puts NC 529 Plan
participation at less than 1% (Action for Children,
2010). Over half (60%) of those saving in a 529 Plan

This study suggests that there is a significant
association between saving for college by American
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Indians and expectations for post-secondary
education. One way to influence saving may be to
increase expectations. This may be accomplished
through innovative changes to the existing state 529
Plan. Recommendations include offering an initial
deposit by the state, the creation of a refundable
tax credit, excluding 529 savings from public
benefits means testing and need-based financial
aid calculations, and providing matching grants for
qualified low-income individuals (Clancy, Cramer,
& Parrish, 2005). While a few states have adopted
these policy recommendations, North Carolina has
the opportunity to be among the most innovative of
states in this regard.
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